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Introduction

We face a crisis in our public schools. The National Assessment of Educational Progress
indicates that 32 percent of 4™ graders in lllinois are proficient in reading and only 33
percent of 8" graders are proficient in reading and math.! Less than three-fourths (74
percent) of Illinois students graduate from high school, with significantly lower
graduation rates for low-income and minority students.” Further, ACT data indicates that
only 47 percent of Illinois students graduate from high school ready for college-level
work in reading, 40 percent are ready for college-level math, and only 20 percent are
ready for college-level science.® Altogether, these statistics tell the story of a school
system that is not preparing students to be college and career ready in the 21% century.

While the situation is urgent, there is clear evidence that this is a solvable problem. For
example, there are dozens of schools in Illinois and several hundred schools around the
country that have achieved “90/90/90” status. These are schools where 90 percent of
students are low-income, 90 percent of students are from minority backgrounds, and 90
percent of students are meeting or exceeding grade level standards.*

When taking on the hard and complicated work of improving our schools, there are many
important factors to consider and address. We believe that we can make significant
improvement in all grades and contents by focusing on the most important school-based
factor — teacher effectiveness.’

We know that great teachers are the key to student success, but we miss critical
opportunities to ensure that we have strong teachers in every classroom. We approach
teacher recruitment, preparation, and hiring in a way that yields beginning teachers who
are not set up for success. We fail to meaningfully evaluate and support our teachers so
that teachers do not have a clear understanding of their performance — their strengths and
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areas of development — and do not receive support that consistently helps them improve.
We do not have strong practices in place to retain our strongest teachers and exit chronic
low-performers. And, teachers are often situated in challenging work cultures, where
they don’t have strong relationships with their peers or administration. Combined, these
missed opportunities — the teacher human capital practices and the school climate and
culture of our schools — lead to significant gaps in teacher performance.

We start with three basic beliefs. First, strong teachers lead to strong student outcomes.®
Second, teachers cannot be seen or understood in isolation from the system they work in.
Teachers are deeply affected by the quality, capacity, and culture of the system they
inhabit. Third, there are three essential human capital priorities that are strongly linked to
the overall strength and performance of our teaching force: 1) teacher recruitment,
preparation, and hiring; 2) teacher evaluation and development; and, 3) teacher
engagement and retention.

In the current climate, where education policy questions have become so polarized, it’s
important to note that we do not seek to assign blame or scapegoat any party.
Specifically, we do not blame teachers for problems with teacher effectiveness because
we recognize that teaching practice is the product of individual skill and effort and
systems and communities of support. Thus, responsibility for improvement lives with
teachers, administrators, school support personnel, district leaders and their teams,
preparation programs, and state leaders and policy-makers. Our goal in this paper is to
introduce a simple framework for understanding the contributing factors to teacher
effectiveness and where we are missing opportunities to improve teacher performance.
We hope this simple framework and the accompanying dashboard will provide the
foundation for consistent focus and steady progress on the three core areas of our human
capital practices as well as school culture and climate.

We now turn to a review our state’s teacher human capital practices — our performance in
teacher selection, preparation, and hiring, teacher evaluation and support, and teacher
retention. We follow our discussion of core human capital practices with a discussion
of the role of school culture and climate. We close with some policy recommendations
and a proposal to create a human capital performance dashboard, which would provide an
annual report of key metrics and indicators of the efficacy of our human capital practices.
This dashboard also seeks to bring out key elements of the teacher experience so that we
can understand the ways in which professional relationships and school culture are
impacting teacher performance and retention outcomes.

Section I: Teacher Recruitment, Preparation, and Selection

Successful leaders in many contexts note the critical nature of hiring decisions. Who we
hire, they say, is one of the most important decisions we make.” Yet, in our public
schools, we have a misaligned and broken approach to teacher recruitment, preparation,
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and hiring, such that we often end up with beginning teachers who lack the requisite
knowledge, skills, and mindsets to succeed in their classroom context.

There are three critical stages that lead to teacher selection decisions in Illinois: teacher
recruitment and preparation program admissions, teacher preparation, and teacher
certification and hiring. We discuss these three stages in turn.

There are two basic problems with our current approach to teacher recruitment in Illinois.
First, there is not adequate focus on recruiting the strongest high school and college
seniors into schools of education. The top performing education systems in the world —
Singapore, Finland, and South Korea — pursue what McKinsey calls a “top-third”
strategy. That is, they recruit 100 percent of their teachers from the top-third of high
school graduates. By contrast, in the United States, we only recruit 23 percent of teachers
from the top-third and this figure drops to just 14 percent for schools serving low-income
students.® These trends apply to lllinois as well, where the average ACT score of
teachers is 21 and drops to 19.2 in Chicago.’

The second basic problem with our approach to teacher recruitment is the lack of
alignment to a predictive, research-based admissions model. Preparation programs across
the state have varied admissions criteria, some more rigorous than others, but none is
based on research-based set of predictive criteria. Aggregate data from top performing
systems indicates that academic capability is one important predictor of success in the
classroom, but, beyond that, we have little common, research-based understanding of the
qualifications and characteristics of candidates who will go on to become effective
teachers.'® Until we are able to develop such a model, our approach to recruitment and
admissions will continue to fall short.

In recent months, there’s been significant discussion and controversy surrounding the
State Board’s decision to raise the pass score on the Basic Skills Test and the impact of
this decision on the diversity of the pool of candidates who become eligible to teach. For
the September administration of the Basic Skills, for example, we saw the overall pass
rate drop from 85% to 22%. For African-American candidates, the pass rate dropped to
3%, and, for Latino candidates, the pass rate dropped to 7%. We believe it’s important
and necessary to raise the academic capabilities of teachers entering the classroom. At
the same time, we believe that building a diverse teaching force is critical to our long-
term success. Thus, we encourage the State Board to pursue policies and initiatives that
allow us to increase both the academic strength and diversity of our teaching force over
time.

We have a large and diverse group of teacher education programs in Illinois. Some
programs are exemplary, but many have significant shortcomings. We see three
important patterns. First, there is considerable inconsistency between and among
programs in both design and execution. Second, coursework is not sufficiently focused
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or aligned to the critical day-to-day work of teaching. Rather, some courses and many
assignments are overly theoretical or lack practical application. Third, student teaching
experiences are not maximized. In some cases, the design and set up is strong, but
teacher candidates are not paired with exemplar teachers. In other cases, the design and
performance expectations of the experience are not strong, as candidates simply observe
and then take on more responsibility over time without consistent management from the
prep program of a teacher candidate’s ability to demonstrate proficiency in core skills.
Consistent with the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education report
issued in November 2010, we believe that clinical practice or student teaching
experience, is a critical area for focused improvement in the years ahead.™

These findings regarding our preparation programs point to the need to link teacher
outcomes to the various providers, so that we can ascertain the effectiveness of prep
programs across the state and zero in on and learn from the strongest programs.
Specifically, we should track student achievement outcomes, teacher evaluation results,
teacher retention, and teacher promotion into leadership positions for the various prep
programs across the state.

The third and final stage that leads to teacher selection decisions is teacher hiring and
there are two steps in the hiring process in Illinois. First, a teacher candidate must gain
certification to be licensed to teach in the state. Second, a teacher candidate must be
hired by a given school principal or district human resources department. The first
process is centralized and the second process is de-centralized, as hundreds of individual
districts and thousands of individual school leaders are empowered to make independent
hiring choices from the pool of certified candidates. We believe this is as it should be,
but there is significant room for improvement in the centralized state certification
process.

Certification should be a powerful indication of an ability and likelihood to succeed as a
teacher. Yet, at present, there is little evidence to suggest that the things we assess in the
certification process are actually predictive of success in the classroom. Foremost, we
require the successful completion of teacher education courses in a variety of domains,
but we lack evidence that success in coursework is tantamount to strong preparation.

Our goal should be that certification is highly predictive of success in the classroom, as
measured by an ability to improve student learning and teacher practice. In order to gain
certification, a candidate should need to demonstrate strength across a broad set of
teaching competencies that are linked to strong student outcomes. We should look at
competencies in three major categories: 1) academic capability and content knowledge,
2) knowledge and internalization of key teaching practices (including planning,
execution, and reflection), and 3) demonstration of dispositions and mindsets that are
predictive of success (e.g. resilience, empathy, and high expectations of students from all
backgrounds). Using a series of pilots and existing research, we should build a selection
model based on the 5 — 10 competencies that matter most. This should be backwards
engineered from a careful study of the characteristics of highly effective teachers. We
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should then develop assessment tools that allow us to fairly and accurately assess strength
in the key areas. And, finally, we should design a certification application and review
process that gives applicants fair and thorough consideration.

Section II: Teacher Evaluation, Support, and Development

High performing organizations set clear expectations for staff members, give explicit,
robust, and frequent performance feedback to staff members, and provide significant
opportunity and support for staff members to grow and improve over time in ways that
amplify their strengths and address their weaknesses.” Further, these components — from
evaluation to professional development — are aligned and integrated, such that
development opportunities help staff members improve areas of strength that are critical
to success in their role and/or address areas of weakness that are necessary for success.
These are core attributes of a strong performance management system and they are
foundational to success in many organizational contexts, including schools.™

Our schools and school systems, for the most part, do not have an effective approach to
evaluation and teacher development, and these core elements are not substantially
integrated.

At present, our teacher evaluation system is largely broken. “The Widget Effect,” a 2009
report by the New Teacher Project, studied evaluation practices in three of our largest
districts (Chicago, Elgin, and Rockford) and found a system that failed to identify and
record meaningful differences in teacher performance. Ninety-four percent of teachers
during the period studied received ratings of “excellent” or “superior” and less than 1%
of teachers were rated “unsatisfactory.” The effect of such inflation and lack of variation
1s “institutional indifference to variations in teacher performance.” As a result of this
indifference, strong performance is not recognized, poor performance is not addressed,
and teachers do not receive feedback that helps them learn and develop.**

In our current system, principal discretion — through ratings of classroom observation and
professional conduct — provides the predominant basis for a teacher’s rating. In some
school contexts, principals communicate clear and robust expectations, which are
strongly aligned to student outcomes, but in many schools, performance expectations are
not clear or robust, leading the evaluation process and outcome to be arbitrary and
subjective.”

This reliance on principal discretion and the resulting shortcomings in teacher evaluation
points to a systemic capacity gap. In many cases, principals do not have adequate
training, support, or bandwidth to plan and execute an evaluation process that is fair,
reliable, and helpful and leads to differentiated performance ratings and feedback. Thus,
fixing our evaluation system will require not just changing the law and building a new
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model, but also adding capacity at all levels of the system — most importantly, at the
principal level and the district level — to plan and execute the evaluation process in
schools across the state.

Given the lack of variation in ratings and, even more so, the lack of a strong and clear
foundation for performance feedback, our evaluation system for the most part does not
provide the necessary foundation for a differentiated approach to professional
development. In many places, we lack a strong system for helping teachers identify and
define their professional growth priorities, which results in a largely undifferentiated and
ineffective approach to professional development in schools and districts across the state.
At present, in many places, professional development is a one-size-fits-all monthly
session for the faculty of a school. This monthly session is usually delivered by the
principal, an outside consultant, or fellow faculty members, who may have exciting
learnings or practices to share. While the content may be valuable, it is not aligned to the
current developmental needs of the majority of teachers. Thus, professional development
sessions can be interesting or un-engaging, but they do not generally help to improve the
practices of the majority of teachers.™

This lack of integration of evaluation and professional development points to the need for
a common definition of effective teaching, a teaching and learning framework. This
framework should be a shared definition of the core elements of effective classroom
leadership and instruction, from vision-setting, to planning, to classroom management, to
instructional delivery, to analysis and reflection. It should provide a foundation for
understanding strengths and areas of development in current practice and priorities for
improvement.

Within this broad priority of strengthening evaluation and support and integrating them
into a seamless system and approach, there is a need to focus disproportionate energy on
the evaluation and support of beginning teachers. We know that initial performance
powerfully predicts later performance and we know that initial experience sets the tone
for the professional expectations and experiences that follow.!” Across the state, there
are varied approaches to induction and mentoring. In some schools and districts, there
are strong mentor and coaching programs for first and second year teachers. Yet, in
many schools and districts, beginning teachers still feel unsupported.'® In our broader
effort to strengthen and integrate evaluation and support, we must place a major emphasis
on getting these elements right for new teachers.

16 The New Teacher Project, 2009; In a large and diverse state like ours, there are always exceptions. There are
certainly schools that have a strong approach to teacher evaluation and development. The hallmark of these schools is
clear and robust performance expectations, clear, consistent and reliable performance feedback, which serves the dual
function of telling a teacher how she is doing and helping her to identify her professional growth priorities, and
professional development that is tailored to meet the current developmental needs of teachers. In such schools,
teachers always know how they are doing, what they are working to improve, and have a plan and opportunities to
improve their teaching practice.
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The public debate over teacher evaluation has, unfortunately, focused primarily on
evaluation as a tool for addressing underperformance. It is our belief that a strong
evaluation system that is integrated with a substantive and tailored approach to
professional development will have a powerful positive impact on the teacher experience.
Our current system is actually quite de-motivating and, in many cases, demoralizing for
teachers. Expectations are not clear. Feedback is not frequent or robust. And,
meaningful development opportunities are scarce.”® A system where expectations were
clear and aligned to a powerful and shared definition of successful teaching, where
feedback was concrete, thoughtful, and frequent, where there was a priority on reflection,
discussion, and collaboration among teachers, and where there were consistent
opportunities for professional growth would, in fact, lead to stronger morale.”® Yes,
chronic underperformance would have consequences, but all teachers would inhabit a
truly professional system which afforded our teachers the respect, recognition, and
support they deserve.

Section Ill: Teacher Retention

Given that strong staff members are the most important ingredient to organizational
success, high performing organizations work diligently and strategically to engage and
retain high performing team members.? At the same time, high performing
organizations give clear, consistent, and concrete feedback and provide significant
support to help struggling staff members improve. But, if struggles persist, high
performing organizations make exit decisions. At a system level, then, the ideal is
retention results with three recurring patterns: 1) consistent high performers stay and
continue to excel; 2) medium level performers stay and improve over time because they
are given feedback and support; and, 3) chronic low performers transition out.?* Taken
together over time, these three patterns significantly increase the percentage of strong
performers in the organization, which increases organizational effectiveness.®

As we look at teacher retention patterns in our schools and school systems, we see
significant room for improvement. Overall, we retain a high percentage of teachers in the
State. For example, we retained 92% of the teaching force from the 2008-2009 school
year to the 2009-2010 school year. While high overall retention looks good on the
surface, we don’t know what types of teachers we are retaining and not retaining because
of a lack of variation in performance ratings. Because we do not accurate identify and
address underperformance through evaluations, it is very likely that we are retaining
more low performers than we should. And, due to the shortcomings of our dominant
approach to professional development, it is also likely that we don’t see healthy year over
year improvement among mid-level performers. Overall, we simply do not have
sufficient evidence to tell us that we have healthy retention results, and, given the critical
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nature of retention decisions to overall system effectiveness, this is not something we
should leave to chance.

The first step we must take is to gather accurate data the current state of teacher retention,
so that we can understand who stays and who does not stay. The next step is to

understand retention outcomes — why are some teachers staying while others are leaving?
This will require a much richer view of the teacher experience in schools across the state.

Section IV: Teacher Experience / School Culture and Climate

We believe that teachers cannot be understood in isolation from the schools and school
systems they inhabit. Professional relationships matter a great deal. For example, a
teacher’s relationship with his or her colleagues and administration will play a significant
role in their performance and overall job satisfaction.”* The school’s relationship to
parents, families, and the broader community helps set the tone for the school culture and
climate. This, in turn, influences many aspects of teachers’ experiences in the school,
most notably their relationships with their students and their students’ families.”> The
overall professional expectations and culture of a school have a profound influence on the
teachers who work there. An organized, disciplined, and performance-oriented culture,
for example, leads to more organized, disciplined, and performance-oriented teachers.
Similarly, a chaotic, disorganized, and punitive school culture produces teachers who are,
on the whole, less disciplined, organized, and collaborative. Individual teachers can
certainly perform and operate in ways that run counter to the prevailing culture, but this is
not the norm because, in any professional environment, there are powerful pressures for
individuals to match the culture of the group.®®

All of this suggests that we need to understand several things about the teacher
experience and their school culture in order to gain appropriate perspective on teacher
performance and retention. We’ll need to understand the degree of clarity teachers have
about what’s expected of them. We’ll need to understand their relationship with their
administration — whether or not this is a positive, productive, and trusting relationship —
and their relationship to their colleagues. We’ll need to determine the extent to which
teachers feel a part of a professional community that strives for excellence. And, we’ll
need to understand the degree to which teachers feel like they have the opportunity to
learn and grow at work.”” Additionally, we will need to understand how the school
relates to the community and how this impacts the teacher experience and the school
culture.”® These factors combined will give us a powerful lens into teacher experience
and, in turn, help us understand performance and retention outcomes.
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Section V: Policy Priorities and Proposed Performance Dashboard

There are critical steps we must take as a state to improve our human capital policies and
practices with respect to teacher recruitment and selection, teacher evaluation and
development, and teacher engagement and retention.

First, we need to design and implement a predictive selection model that will comprise
the foundation of the certification process. Our goal is that by 2015, certification has
been overhauled and a new system and process are in place, and we can point to robust
research evidence to say that gaining certification indicates a high likelihood of success
in the classroom. The model should be tailored for different subjects and environments,
such that we have a customized set of competencies we are looking for in every type of
teacher, from high school math to pre-k.

While our new selection model is under development, we should focus on increasing the
rigor of our academic standards for preparation program admissions and ultimately for
certification.

As dictated by the Performance Evaluation Reform Act, we need to overhaul the state’s
approach to teacher evaluation. We need to design a teacher evaluation system that is
based on a powerful and shared definition of effective teaching. A significant component
of a teacher’s rating should be based on student outcomes data. Further, evaluations
should produce concrete and helpful performance feedback throughout the school year,
so that teachers have ample understanding and opportunity of their areas for
improvement. Given the critical nature of this priority, we believe that the State and
other stakeholders should consider an accelerated implementation timeline for the new
evaluation system.

We need to integrate evaluation and professional development by linking evaluation and
professional development to the same core teaching and learning framework. With
shared alignment to a common teaching and learning framework, support and
development sessions can be designed to increase proficiency in an identified area of
need, such that teachers will truly have the opportunity to improve their practice in the
areas that matter.

We also need to design an approach to assess and improve the teacher experience. We
need to understand the degree to which teachers have clear performance expectations.
We need to measure the degree to which they feel motivated and supported. And, we
need to measure the efficacy and perceived efficacy of the support they receive. Toward
this end, we need to: 1) closely track trends in individual teach effectiveness over time
(based on student outcomes data and performance evaluation rating) to assess efficacy of
support and development; and, 2) survey teachers annually to understand various core
elements of the teacher experience.

We need to develop a more systematic and strategic approach to teacher retention. Our
first step is to understand retention outcomes to assess how we are doing. This will entail



tracking retention results and linking them to several different variables, including (but
not limited to) evaluation rating, student achievement results, and years of service.

As we develop a stronger systems for tracking and understanding teacher hiring, teacher
evaluation and support, and teacher retention, we should consider strategic
experimentation with different forms of incentives to promote outcomes. Such strategies
could include increasing initial teacher salaries to attract candidates, giving performance
raises or performance bonuses to reward strong results, and significantly increasing
salaries for consistent high performers to drive stronger retain this group. Until we have
a stronger grasp of system performance across these hiring, evaluation and support, and
retention, however, experimenting with these kinds of strategies would be premature
because we won’t be able to reliably assess their efficacy.

In order to foster greater understanding of our teacher human capital policies and
practices and create accountability for change, we recommend that the state be
responsible for tracking and reporting on the following metrics annually.

PRIORITY

METRIC

Academic Capability
of Beginning Teachers

Average basic skills score and ACT score of new teachers for
the State and cut by district, area (for districts with more than
50,000 students), and Title I / non-Title |

Efficacy of Teacher
Prep Programs in
Producing Strong
Teachers

Student achievement outcomes, teacher evaluation ratings,
teacher retention outcomes, and teacher promotion outcomes
(i.e. raw number and percent of teachers who go on to become
department chairs, assistant principals, and principals) for
teachers from various prep programs across the state

Fair, Robust, and
Differentiated Teacher
Evaluation

The raw number and percentage of teachers who receive each
rating for the State and cut by district, area (for districts with
more than 50,000 students), length of service, and Title I / non-
Title |

Teacher Support and
Development

The year-over-year improvement in teacher performance, as
measured by student outcomes data, reported for the state and
cut by district, area (for districts with more than 50,000
students), length of service, and Title I / non-Title |

Teacher Retention

The raw number and percentage of teachers who stay in the
classroom from one school year to the next reported for the state
and cut by district, area (for districts with more than 50,000
students), school, evaluation rating category, length of service,
and academic capability (as measured by the Basic Skills score)

Teacher Experience /
School Culture and
Climate

Results of teacher survey on school experience for the State and
cut by district, area (for districts with more than 50,000
students), school, length of service, and Title 1 / non-Title |
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Note: the survey should gauge several different factors of
teacher experience, including, but not limited to, clarity of
expectations, motivation, relationship with manager, connect to
colleagues, and perception of support.

Conclusion

Our State’s student achievement results present a case for urgent and substantial reform.
Teachers are the most important part of our school system. Great teachers have the
ability to dramatically accelerate student learning and poor teachers can thwart and limit
growth. Our most urgent priority is to ensure that we have high performing teachers in
every classroom. The question is, how do we make this happen?

We believe that great teachers are made, not born. Just like any organizational context,
teachers are the product of comprehensive human capital practices, from selection, to
evaluation and support, to retention. Teachers are also powerfully influenced by the
culture of the school they work in. High performing organizations and high performing
schools have strong, strategic approaches to teacher hiring, teacher evaluation and
support, and teacher retention, such that they significantly multiply the number and
percentage of strong performers over time. However, across our schools and school
systems, we see a preponderance of missed opportunities.

Our human capital policies and practices are eminently fixable. Through hard work and
shared commitment, we can take clear steps to create a system that attracts, develops, and
retains high performing teachers much more effectively. This will, in turn, lead to much
stronger student outcomes and better life prospects for our students.
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